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Affirmative action in college admissions is based 
on the premise that a diverse student body 
contributes to interactions among students from 
different backgrounds, which are in turn 
positively related to desirable outcomes of college. 
This study evaluates the merits of this rationale 
for affirmative action by examining the direct 
and indirect relationships between student-body 
diversity and students’ gains in understanding 
people of other racial/ethnic backgrounds. Data 
from a nationally representative sample of 428 
colleges and universities participating in the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) 
indicated that student-body diversity was 
indirectly, but not directly, related to gains in 
understanding people from diverse backgrounds. 
Results supported the use of affirmative action in 
college admissions, indicating that student body 
diversity is directly related to greater interaction 
among diverse groups, but not the quality of 
interpersonal relations on campus. Diversity of 
the student body was indirectly related to gains 




prepare	 students	 to	 function	 effectively	 in	 a	
diverse	 society	 (Association	 of	 American	
Colleges	 and	 Universities,	 995;	 Bikson	 &	
Law,	994;	Bowen	&	Bok,	998;	Knefelkamp,	
998).	One	commonly	endorsed	approach	to	







selective	 institutions	 that	 rely	on	admissions	
test	 scores	 that	 are	 highly	 correlated	 with	
family	 income;	 as	 a	 result	 many	 talented	
students	 from	 lower	 socioeconomic	 back­
grounds	 are	 systematically	 excluded	 from	
admission	because	their	test	scores	are	below	
institutional	averages.
	 The	 legal	 justification	 for	 affirmative	
action	in	admissions	is	Justice	Powell’s	Univer-
sity of California Regents v. Bakke	(978)	opin­
ion,	which	held	 that	 it	 is	permissible	 to	use	
race/ethnicity	 as	 one	 of	 several	 factors	 in	
admission	decisions	if	racial/ethnic	diversity	is	
demonstrated	 to	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 the	
educational	experience	(Palmer,	200;	Ruden­
stine,	200).	In	June	2003,	the	Supreme	Court	
in	 Grutter v. Bollinger et al.	 upheld	 Justice	
Powell’s	opinion,	noting	that	narrowly	tailored	
affirmative	action	plans	were	acceptable	if	they	
produced	 educational	 benefits.	 At	 the	 same	
time,	the	court	noted	in	Gratz v. Bollinger et al.	
(2003)	 that	 a	 formula­driven	 approach	 that	
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automatically	awarded	points	to	all	minority	
applicants	 could	 not	 be	 justified	 (Brittain,	
2004;	Jordan,	2004).
	 The	preponderance	of	evidence	generally	




greater	 openness	 to	 and	 understanding	 of	
diverse	 people	 (Adams,	 995;	 Astin,	 993;	
Chang,	2000,	2002;	Chang,	Denson,	Sáenz,	
&	 Misa,	 2005;	 Flowers	 &	 Pascarella,	 999;	
Globetti,	 Globetti,	 Brown,	 &	 Smith,	 993;	
Gurin,	 999;	 Henderson­King	 &	 Kaleta,	
2000;	Hurtado,	992;	Hurtado,	Dey,	Gurin,	
&	 Gurin,	 2003;	 Hurtado,	 Milem,	 Clayton­





Terenzini,	 &	 Nora,	 200).	These	 positive	
effects	of	student­body	diversity	are	thought	
to	 be	 indirect	 and	 mediated	 by	 interactions	
with	 peers,	 what	 Gurin	 called	 informal	
interactional	 diversity.	 In	 addition,	 student­
body	diversity	is	linked	to	enhanced	intellectual	
development	 (Antonio,	 200;	 Chang	 et	 al.;	
Gurin;	S.	Hu	&	Kuh,	2003;	Pascarella,	Palmer,	
Moye,	&	Pierson,	200;	Pascarella	&	Terenzini;	




and	 positive	 perceptions	 of	 the	 campus	
environment	(Chang,	999;	Gurin;	Umbach	
&	Kuh).





Wood	 &	 Sherman,	 200).	 Some	 have	 sug­
gested	 that	 diversity	 initiatives	 may	 harm	
rather	than	improve	relations	among	different	
racial	 and	 ethnic	 groups	 (Bloom,	 987;	
D’Souza,	 99;	 Nieli,	 2004).	 For	 example,	
Lerner	 and	 Nagai	 and	 Wood	 and	 Sherman	
pointed	out	that	the	findings	of	Astin	(993),	
Chang	(999),	and	Gurin	(999)	rest	on	very	
weak	 correlations	 between	 student­body	
diversity	 and	 educational	 outcomes.	They	
further	noted	the	absence	of	a	direct	relationship	




suggest	 that	 the	 indirect	 effects	 reported	 in	
earlier	 research	 may	 be	 statistical	 artifacts.	
Wood	and	Sherman	emphasized	that	much	of	
the	 existing	 diversity	 research	 incorrectly	
equates	statistical	significance	with	educational	
importance	 (i.e.,	 effect	 size)	 and	 that	 these	
statistically	significant	relationships	are	largely	
a	 product	 of	 large	 sample	 sizes	 and	 do	 not	
necessarily	 represent	 an	 accurate	 estimate	 of	
the	educational	importance	of	the	relationships.	
They	also	raised	a	non­trivial	conceptual	issue	




They,	 along	with	Clegg,	 contended	 that	 the	
content	of	these	contacts	among	students	from	
different	 racial	 and	 ethnic	 backgrounds—
assuming	they	occur	with	reasonable	frequency	
to	have	an	impact—do	not	necessarily	represent	
diverse	 viewpoints	 on	 substantive	 issues.	
Therefore,	 to	 be	 justified	 on	 educational	
grounds,	it	must	be	demonstrated	empirically	
that	 affirmative	 action	 in	 college	 admissions	
both	contributes	to	interactions	among	people	
from	 different	 backgrounds	 and	 that	 these	
interactions	 be	 associated	 with	 more	 differ­
entiated	 views	 on	 topics	 of	 educational	
substance.
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Purpose and Scope
This	study	was	designed	to	determine	whether	






nationally	 representative	 sample	 of	 colleges	
and	universities,	we	examine	the	statistical	and	
educational	significance	of	relationships	among	
diverse	 people	 and	 understanding	 diverse	
groups.	The	analyses	are	done	at	the	institution	
level	in	order	to	estimate	the	educational	value	
of	 student	 interactions	 on	 campus	 and	 the	
benefits	 associated	 with	 these	 interactions.	
Arguably,	campuses	employ	affirmative	action	
policies	 to	 diversify	 the	 student	 body,	 thus	
increasing	the	prospects	that	diverse	peers	will	
interact	and	result	 in	such	desired	outcomes	
as	 an	 enhanced	 appreciation	 for	 human	
diversity	 and	 an	 enlarged	 capacity	 to	 work	









settings.	 Additional	 empirical	 evidence	 is	
needed	 to	 further	 document	 the	 veracity	 of	
claims	made	by	those	who	support	or	oppose	
affirmative	action	in	order	to	better	inform	the	






characteristics	 and	 campus	 diversity	 (i.e.,	
diversity	of	the	student	body)	are	exogenous	
constructs,	whereas	the	amount	of	interaction	
among	 diverse	 groups,	 the	 quality	 of	 those	
interactions,	 and	 gains	 in	 understanding	
diversity	are	endogenous	constructs.	Based	on	
FiGuRe 1. conceptual model of the relationships among institutional 
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the	 findings	 of	 previous	 research,	 gains	 in	
understanding	 diversity	 are	 presumed	 to	 be	
directly	related	to	institutional	characteristics,	
campus	 diversity,	 the	 amount	 of	 interaction	
among	 diverse	 groups,	 and	 the	 quality	 of	
interpersonal	 relations	 on	 campus	 (Chang	
et	al.,	2005;	Hurtado	et	al.,	998,	999,	2003;	
Milem	et	 al.,	 2005).	 Institutional	 character­
istics	and	campus	diversity	are	also	presumed	
to	 be	 directly	 related	 to	 the	 amount	 of	
interaction	among	diverse	peers	and	the	quality	
of	interpersonal	relations.	Once	again,	research	
supports	 this	 assumption	 (see	Chang,	200;	
Pike	&	Kuh,	2005,	in	press;	Umbach	&	Kuh,	
2006).	Institutional	characteristics	and	campus	
diversity,	 mediated	 by	 the	 amount	 of	 inter­
action	 among	 diverse	 peers	 and	 quality	 of	





administration	of	The College Student Report,	
the	Integrated	Postsecondary	Education	Data	
System	(IPEDS)	data	files,	and	Barron’s	ratings	
of	 institutional	 selectivity.	The	 initial	 NSSE	
sample	 consisted	 of	 approximately	 560,000	




pencil	 questionnaire	 or	 the	 Web,	 and	 75	
schools	 (37%)	 opted	 for	Web­only	 admini­
stration.	 In	 2004,	 NSSE	 introduced	 Web+	







institutions	 were	 included	 in	 the	 present	
research.
	 The	 institutions	 in	 the	 study	 are	 very	
similar	 to	 the	 national	 profile	 in	 terms	 of	
geographic	 region	 and	 urban–rural	 locale.	
Public	 institutions	 and	 Master’s	 universities	
are	slightly	overrepresented,	whereas	Baccalau­













four­year	 colleges	 and	 universities	 (NSSE,	
2004).	Females	were	somewhat	overrepresented	
among	the	respondents.	However,	the	differ­
ences	 were	 small	 and	 should	 not	 affect	 the	
generalizability	of	the	results.
Measures
Questions	 from	 The College Student Report	
were	 used	 to	 create	 the	 two	 measures	 of	
interactional	diversity	(i.e.,	amount	of	 inter­
action	 and	 quality	 of	 interpersonal	 relation­
ships),	 as	 well	 as	 the	 measure	 of	 gains	 in	
understanding	diverse	groups.	Survey	responses	
were	 also	 used	 to	 create	 two	 measures	 of	
institutional	characteristics:	(a)	the	percent	of	
female	students	and	(b)	the	percent	of	full­time	
students.	The	NSSE	 survey	 asks	 students	 to	
indicate	the	frequency	with	which	they	engage	
in	 activities	 that	 represent	 good	 educational	
practice	 and	 to	 report	 how	much	 they	have	




extensively	 (see	 Baird,	 976;	 Berdie,	 97;	
Pace,	985;	Pike,	995;	Pohlmann	&	Beggs,	
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embarrass,	 or	 violate	 the	 privacy	 of	 the	
respondent	or	encourage	the	respondent	
to	 respond	 in	 socially	 desirable	 ways.	
(Kuh,	200,	p.	4)
	 The College Student Report	 meets	 these	
criteria	 and	 yields	 accurate,	 meaningful	








(200)	 concept	 of	 viewpoint	 diversity	 and	
included	questions	about	how	often	students	
had	 serious	 conversations	 with	 students	 of	
another	 racial	 or	 ethnic	 group;	 how	 often	
students	 had	 serious	 conversations	 with	
students	 with	 different	 religious	 beliefs,	
political	opinions,	or	personal	values;	and	the	
extent	 to	 which	 the	 institution	 encouraged	
contact	among	students	from	different	groups.	





personal	 relations,	 focused	 on	 students’	
relationships	 with	 other	 students,	 faculty	
members,	 and	 administrative	 personnel	 and	
offices.	 Response	 options	 were	 seven­point	
semantic	differential	scales.	For	relationships	
with	 students,	 the	 poles	 of	 the	 scale	 were	
friendly,	 supportive,	 sense	 of	 belonging	 and	
unfriendly,	unsupportive,	sense	of	alienation.	
For	 relationships	 with	 faculty	 members,	 the	
extremes	were	available,	helpful,	sympathetic	











	 The	 measure	 of	 understanding	 diverse	
people	that	was	used	in	this	research	was	based	
on	a	single	question:	To	what	extent	has	your	










were	 the	means	of	 the	 items	comprising	 the	












were	 included	 in	 the	 study.	 Selectivity	 was	





selective	 admissions,	 and	 7	 representing	 a	
special	category.	Ratings	from		to	6	were	used	
in	this	study.	The	percent	of	female	students	
was	 the	 percent	 of	 NSSE	 respondents	 who	
indicated	they	were	female,	and	the	percent	of	
full­time	 students	 was	 the	 percent	 of	 NSSE	
respondents	who	indicated	they	were	full­time	
students.






diversity.	 Chang	 (999)	 reasoned	 that	 more	
traditional	measures	of	diversity,	 such	as	 the	
percentage	of	minority	students	at	an	institu­
tion,	 are	 flawed	 because	 relatively	 homoge­
neous	minority­serving	institutions	would	be	
considered	racially	diverse.	His	index,	presented	
below,	 measures	 the	 variance	 in	 the	 student	
population	 across	 four	 racial/ethnic	 groups:	
African	 American	 (Black),	 Asian	 American	
(Asian),	 Hispanic/Latino	 (Hispanic),	 and	
Caucasian	 (White).	The	 value	 for	m	 in	 the	
equation	is	the	average	of	the	percentages	for	
the	 four	 racial/ethnic	 groups.	The	 index	
rewards	 heterogeneity	 in	 the	 student	 popu­
lation.	Institutions	with	similar	percentages	of	








rather	 than	 calculating	 a	 reciprocal	 of	 the	





Initially,	 correlations	 among	 the	 diversity	
measures	 (i.e.,	 campus	 diversity,	 amount	 of	
interaction	 among	 diverse	 peers,	 quality	 of	
interactions,	and	gains	in	understanding)	were	
calculated	 and	 examined	 to	 determine	 if	







using	 the	 Lisrel	 8.72	 computer	 program	
(Jöreskog	 &	 Sörbom,	 2005).	 Eight	 models	
were	specified	and	tested	for	each	group.	The	
first	was	a	saturated	model	in	which	all	possible	




	 In	 the	 second	 model,	 nonsignificant	
relationships	 between	 general	 institutional	
characteristics	 and	 the	 endogenous	 diversity	
measures	 were	 removed	 (i.e.,	 fixed	 to	 zero).	
Goodness­of­fit	tests	were	used	to	evaluate	the	
appropriateness	of	eliminating	relationships	in	
the	 second	 model.	The	 chi­square	 statistic	
provided	 an	 omnibus	 measure	 of	 model	 fit.	





parative	 fit	 index	 (CFI).	 Both	 indices	 are	
robust	 with	 respect	 to	 departures	 from	
multivariate	normality	and	are	insensitive	to	
the	effects	of	 sample	 size	 (L.	Hu	&	Bentler,	
998,	999).	The	values	of	SRMR	<	0.05	and	
CFI	>	0.96	were	used	as	criteria	for	selecting	
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a	 suitable	 model	 (L.	 Hu	 &	 Bentler,	 999).	
Because	 the	 educational	 importance	 of	 rela­
tionships	was	a	focus	of	the	present	research,	
changes	 in	 explained	 variance	 (i.e.,	 squared	
multiple	 correlations)	 were	 used	 to	 evaluate	
whether	relationships	should	be	removed	from	
the	model.
	 Once	 an	 appropriate	 second	 model	 was	
identified,	five	more	models	(Models	3–7)	were	
specified	and	tested	 to	evaluate	 the	relation­
ships	 among	 diversity	 measures.	The	 third	
model	 removed	 the	 relationship	 between	
campus	diversity	and	the	frequency	of	inter­
actions	among	diverse	peers;	the	fourth	model	
removed	 the	 relationship	 between	 campus	
diversity	 and	 the	 nature	 of	 interpersonal	
relations,	and	the	fifth	model	eliminated	the	
relationship	 between	 campus	 diversity	 and	
gains	 in	 understanding	 groups	 of	 diverse	
individuals.	The	 relationship	 between	 the	
amount	of	interaction	among	diverse	peers	and	




statistics,	 along	 with	 SRMR,	 CFI,	 and	 esti­
mates	of	explained	variance,	were	used	to	assess	
model	fit.
	 Based	 on	 the	 results	 for	 Models	 3–7,	 a	




among	 institutional	 characteristics,	 campus	





first­year	 students	 indicate	 that	 campus	
diversity	 was	 significantly	 related	 to	 the	
frequency	of	interaction	among	diverse	peers	
(0.36)	 and	 gains	 in	 understanding	 diversity	
(0.30),	but	it	was	not	related	to	the	nature	of	
interpersonal	 relations	 on	 campus	 (–0.09).	
Both	 the	amount	of	 interactions	and	nature	
of	relations	were	significantly	related	to	gains	
in	 understanding	 diversity	 for	 first­year	
students	 (0.65	 and	 0.22,	 respectively).	The	
pattern	 of	 relationships	 was	 the	 same	 for	
seniors.	 Campus	 diversity	 was	 significantly	
related	 to	 the	 amount	of	 interaction	 among	
diverse	peers	(0.34)	and	gains	in	understanding	
(0.30),	but	it	was	not	related	to	the	quality	of	
interactions	 (–0.08).	 Both	 the	 amount	 of	
interaction	 and	 the	 quality	 of	 those	 inter­
actions	were	 significantly	 related	 to	 gains	 in	
understanding	diverse	groups	(0.70	and	0.24,	
respectively).	 A	 complete	 set	 of	 descriptive	
statistics	and	correlations	is	available	from	the	
first	 author.	 Based	 on	 these	 findings,	 an	
analysis	of	the	direct	and	indirect	relationships	
between	 campus	 diversity	 and	 the	 other	
diversity	measures	was	undertaken.




diversity	 measures	 (Model	 2)	 did	 not	 signi­
ficantly	reduce	goodness	of	model	fit	(Table	).	
Likewise,	removing	the	relationship	between	
campus	diversity	 and	quality	 of	 interactions	
(Model	 4)	 and	 removing	 the	 relationship	
between	campus	diversity	and	gains	in	under­
standing	diversity	(Model	5)	did	not	substan­




result,	 but	 the	 SRMR	 and	 CFI	 values	 were	
within	 acceptable	 ranges	 and	 the	 effect	 on	
estimates	of	explained	variance	were	minimal.	
In	 contrast,	 eliminating	 the	 relationship	
between	campus	diversity	and	the	amount	of	
interaction	among	diverse	peers	(Model	3)	and	
eliminating	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	
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table 1.
Goodness-of-Fit Results for First-Year and Senior Students
	 	 df	 c2	 SRMR CFI R2	amt. R2	qual. R2	gains
First-Year
 Model 1 0 0.00   0.38 0.43 0.58
 Model 2 11 17.40 0.01 1.00 0.38 0.42 0.56
 Model 3 12 81.04* 0.04 0.96 0.28 0.42 0.56
 Model 4 12 20.16 0.01 0.99 0.38 0.42 0.56
 Model 5 12 18.60 0.01 1.00 0.38 0.42 0.56
 Model 6 12 256.53* 0.05 0.85 0.38 0.42 0.23
 Model 7 12 29.79* 0.02 0.99 0.38 0.42 0.55
 Model 8 14 33.00* 0.02 0.99 0.38 0.42 0.55
Senior
 Model 1 0 0.00   0.29 0.35 0.65
 Model 2 7 8.89 0.01 1.00 0.29 0.35 0.65
 Model 3 8 66.26* 0.04 0.96 0.19 0.35 0.65
 Model 4 8 9.97 0.01 1.00 0.29 0.35 0.65
 Model 5 8 9.70 0.01 1.00 0.29 0.35 0.65
 Model 6 8 325.04* 0.06 0.79 0.29 0.35 0.25
 Model 7 8 16.29 0.01 0.99 0.29 0.35 0.64
 Model 8 10 17.78 0.01 0.99 0.29 0.35 0.64
Note.	 SRMR = Standardized Root mean Square Residual; cFi = comparative Fit index; R2 amt. = R2 amount of 
interaction; R2 Qual. = R2 Quality of interaction; R2 Gains = R2 Gains in understanding Diverse Groups.
* p < 0.05.
amount	of	interaction	among	diverse	peers	and	
gains	 in	 understanding	 diversity	 (Model	 6)	





peers,	 and	 amount	 of	 interaction	 among	
diverse	 peers	 and	 gains	 in	 understanding	
diversity	 (Model	 8),	 provided	 an	 acceptable	
representation	 of	 the	 observed	 data	 and	
accounted	for	a	substantial	proportion	of	the	
variance	 in	 the	 three	 endogenous	 diversity	
measures.
Essentially	 the	 same	 results	 were	 found	 for	
seniors.	The	final	model,	which	included	the	
statistically	 significant	 relationships	 between	
institutional	 characteristics	 and	 diversity	
measures,	 the	 relationship	 between	 campus	
diversity	and	the	amount	of	interaction	among	
diverse	 peers,	 and	 the	 relationship	 between	
amount	 of	 interaction	 and	 gains	 in	 under­
standing	diversity	(Model	8),	provided	an	ac­
ceptable	representation	of	the	observed	data.
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	 Standardized	coefficients	representing	the	
relationships	 among	 institutional	 character­
istics,	 campus	 diversity,	 the	 amount	 and	
quality	 of	 interactions	 among	 diverse	 peers,	
and	diversity	gains	for	first­year	students	are	
presented	 in	Table	 2.	 Seven	 institutional	




a	 Baccalaureate	 Liberal	 Arts	 institution,	
institutional	 selectivity,	 being	 located	 in	 an	
urban	area,	the	percent	of	female	students,	and	
the	percent	of	full­time	students.	Combined,	
these	 institutional	 characteristics	 accounted	








the	quality	 of	 interpersonal	 relationships	 on	
campus.	 Being	 a	 Private	 institution	 and	
institutional	selectivity	were	positively	related	








of	 interpersonal	 relations	 on	 campus.	These	
institutional	characteristics	accounted	for	42%	
of	the	variance	in	the	quality	of	 interactions	













due	 to	 the	 positive	 relationship	 between	
selectivity	 and	 the	 amount	 of	 interaction	




university,	 and	 a	 Baccalaureate	 Liberal	 Arts	
institution	were	also	positively	and	indirectly	
related	to	levels	of	first­year	students’	gains	in	
understanding	 diversity	 across	 institutions.	
Institutional	characteristics	accounted	for	23%	






diversity	 and	 gains	 owing	 to	 the	 positive	




and	 diversity	 gains.	 Interactional	 diversity	
accounted	for	32%	of	the	variance	in	first­year	
students’	 gains	 in	 understanding	 diversity	
across	institutions.
	 Table	3	presents	the	direct,	indirect,	and	
total	 relationships	 in	 the	 final	 model	 for	
seniors.	 Levels	 of	 interaction	 among	 diverse	
peers	 were	 positively	 related	 to	 seven	 insti­
tutional	 characteristics:	 being	 a	 Private	
institution,	 being	 a	 Doctoral/Research­
Extensive	university,	being	a	Master’s	univer­
sity,	 being	 a	 Baccalaureate	 Liberal	 Arts	
institution,	being	located	in	an	urban	area,	the	
percent	of	female	students,	and	the	percent	of	
full­time	 students	 responding	 to	 the	 NSSE	
survey.	Combined,	these	institutional	charac­
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table 2.
Standardized Parameters for the Final Model of First-Year Students
 Interactional Quality of  Gains in	
 Diversity Interactions Understanding
Private institution Direct 0.16* 0.45* 0.00
 indirect   0.12*
 total 0.16* 0.45* 0.12*
Doctoral/Research-extensive Direct 0.09* –0.22* 0.00
 indirect   0.06*
 total 0.09* –0.22* 0.06*
Doctoral/Research-intensive Direct 0.00 –0.24* 0.00
 indirect   0.00
 total 0.00 –0.24* 0.00
Master’s i & ii Direct 0.00 –0.11* 0.00
 indirect   0.00
 total 0.00 –0.11 0.00
baccalaureate-liberal arts Direct 0.27* 0.00 0.00
 indirect   0.19*
 total 0.27* 0.00 0.19*
Selectivity Direct 0.13* 0.12* –0.29*
 indirect   0.09*
 total 0.13* 0.12* –0.20*
urban locale Direct 0.14* –0.19* 0.06*
 indirect   0.10*
 total 0.14* –0.19* 0.16*
Percent of Female Students Direct 0.10* 0.00 0.16*
 indirect   0.07*
 total 0.10* 0.00 0.23*
Percent of Full-time Students Direct 0.12* 0.00 0.00
 indirect   0.09*
 total 0.12* 0.00 0.09*
Diversity index Direct 0.34* 0.00 0.00
 indirect   0.25*
 total 0.34* 0.00 0.25*
interactional Diversity Direct   0.72*
 indirect  
 total   0.72*
Quality of interactions Direct   0.00
 indirect  
 total   0.00
Squared Multiple correlation (R2)  0.38 0.42 0.55
*p < 0.05.
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accounted	 for	 0%	 of	 the	 variance	 across	
institutions.
	 The	 quality	 of	 interpersonal	 relations	













	 Being	 a	 Doctoral/Research­Extensive,	
Doctoral/Research­Intensive,	 Master’s,	 or	
Baccalaureate	 Liberal	 Arts	 institution	 was	
directly	 and	 negatively	 related	 to	 levels	 of	
understanding	diversity.	Owing	to	the	positive	
direct	 relationships	 between	 interactional	
diversity	 and	 being	 a	 Doctoral/Research­
Extensive	 or	 Baccalaureate	 Liberal	 Arts	





university	 was	 partly	 offset	 by	 the	 indirect	
relationship,	 acting	 through	 the	 amount	 of	
interaction	among	diverse	peers.
	 Both	 institutional	 selectivity	 and	 the	
percent	of	full­time	students	were	directly	and	
negatively	 related	 to	 gains	 in	 understanding	
diversity.	The	negative	direct	relationship	for	
the	percent	of	full­time	students	was	offset	by	
a	 positive	 indirect	 relationship	 for	 full­time	
students.	Neither	being	a	private	 institution	
nor	 being	 an	 urban	 institution	 was	 directly	
related	to	diversity	gains,	although	both	were	
indirectly	 and	 positively	 related	 to	 gains	 in	




positive	 and	 statistically	 significant.	Taken	
together,	institutional	characteristics	accounted	







among	 diverse	 peers,	 had	 a	 substantial	 and	
positive	 direct	 relationship	 with	 gains	 in	
understanding	 diversity.	 For	 seniors,	 the	








results	 might	 differ	 in	 unknown	 ways	 if	
institutions	participating	in	other	years	were	
included.	 In	 addition,	 The College Student 
Report	is	a	relatively	short	survey	and	does	not	





If	 additional	questions	were	 included	 in	 the	
survey,	different	results	might	have	emerged.
	 Information	about	diversity	initiatives	at	
participating	 institutions,	 and	 whether	 the	
students	responding	to	the	survey	participated	
in	 those	 initiatives,	 was	 not	 available	 to	 the	
researchers.	 As	 valuable	 as	 this	 information	
would	be	in	explaining	additional	variance	in	
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table 3.
Standardized Parameters for the Final Model of Seniors
 Interactional Quality of  Gains in	
 Diversity Interactions Understanding
Private institution Direct 0.12* 0.36* 0.00
 indirect   0.09*
 total 0.12* 0.36* 0.09*
Doctoral/Research-extensive Direct 0.14* –0.27* –0.12*
 indirect   0.11*
 total 0.14* –0.27* –0.01
Doctoral/Research-intensive Direct 0.00 –0.25* –0.13*
 indirect   0.00
 total 0.00 –0.25* –0.13*
Master’s i & ii Direct 0.10 –0.12* –0.18*
 indirect   0.08*
 total 0.10* –0.12* –0.10*
baccalaureate-liberal arts Direct 0.33* 0.00 –0.15*
 indirect   0.25*
 total 0.33* 0.00 0.10*
Selectivity Direct 0.00 0.00 –0.17*
 indirect   0.00
 total 0.00 0.00 –0.17*
urban locale Direct 0.11* –0.30* 0.00
 indirect   0.09*
 total 0.11* –0.30* 0.09*
Percent of Female Students Direct 0.12* 0.00 0.15*
 indirect   0.09*
 total 0.12* 0.00 0.24*
Percent of Full-time Students Direct 0.11* –0.15* –0.12*
 indirect   0.09*
 total 0.11* –0.15* –0.03
Diversity index Direct 0.35* 0.00 0.00
 indirect   0.26*
 total 0.35* 0.00 0.26*
interactional Diversity Direct   0.76*
 indirect  
 total   0.76*
Quality of interactions Direct   0.00
 indirect  
 total   0.00
Squared Multiple correlation (R2)  0.29 0.35 0.64
*p < 0.05.
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diversity	 outcomes,	 doing	 so	 requires	 that	
individual	 institutions	 link	 additional	 infor­
mation	 about	 students’	 college	 experiences,	
such	 as	 transcripts	 and	 participation	 in	
diversity	 initiatives,	 which	 would	 be	 an	
enormously	 time­consuming	 task.	 Although	
it	was	important	that	institutions	be	the	unit	
of	 analysis,	 given	 the	purposes	 of	 the	 study,	
aggregation	bias	is	a	possible	consequence	of	
the	 use	 of	 institution­level	 data	 (Burstein,	
980).	 At	 a	 minimum,	 the	 estimates	 of	
explained	 variance	 are	 greater	 than	 in	many	








about	 students’	 experiences	 beyond	 that	
collected	 by	 NSSE,	 longitudinal	 analyses	




Despite	 these	 limitations,	 the	 results	 of	 the	
present	research	have	important	implications	









orate	 the	 legal	 position	 argued	 by	 Justice	
Powell	 in	 University of California Regents v. 
Bakke	 (978)	 that	 a	 diverse	 student	 body	
enhances	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 educational	
experience	on	college	campus.
	 The	present	research	also	speaks	to	certain	
issues	 raised	 by	 critics	 of	 affirmative	 action	
admission	policies.	Unlike	many	earlier	studies	
that	 relied	on	convenience	 samples	of	 fresh­
men,	this	study	is	based	on	nationally	repre­
sentative	samples	of	students	and	institutions.	
In	 addition,	 the	 substantial	 amounts	 of	
variance	explained	ensure	that	the	results	are	
educationally	as	well	as	statistically	significant.	
Finally,	 the	 results	 of	 this	 research	 also	
demonstrate	that	the	racial	and	ethnic	diversity	
of	a	student	body	is	associated	with	exposure	
to	diverse	viewpoints	 as	 a	 result	of	 informal	
interactions	with	peers.
	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 results	 refute	 the	










	 It	 is	 troubling	 that	 the	 institutions	 that	
educate	 the	 majority	 of	 American	 college	
students—Public,	 Doctoral/Research,	 and	
Master’s	 universities—had	 the	 least	 positive	
and	affirming	campus	environments,	at	least	
in	contrast	to	those	of	Baccalaureate­General	
colleges.	 Other	 studies	 have	 found	 that	 the	
quality	 of	 interpersonal	 relations	 on	 college	






	 One	 striking	 finding	 of	 the	 present	
research	 is	 that	 the	 pattern	 of	 relationships	
among	campus	diversity,	frequency	of	informal	
interactions	between	students	 from	different	
racial	 and	 ethnic	backgrounds	 (interactional	
4	 Journal of College Student Development
Pike,	Kuh,	&	Gonyea
diversity),	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 interpersonal	





of	 using	 different	 measures	 and	 analytical	
approaches.	For	 example,	 although	Umbach	
and	 Kuh	 found	 campus	 diversity	 to	 be	
negatively	related	to	satisfaction	and	perceived	
interpersonal	 support,	 this	 relationship	
disappeared	when	other	factors	were	taken	into	
account,	such	as	offering	courses	that	empha­
size	 exposure	 to	 diverse	 perspectives	 and	
emphasizing	 the	 importance	 of	 interacting	
with	 peers	 from	 different	 backgrounds,	
variables	that	were	not	included	in	the	present	
study.
	 The	 patterns	 of	 relationships	 between	
institutional	 characteristics	 and	 diversity	
measures	 for	 first­year	 and	 senior	 students	
differed	in	some	noteworthy	ways.	In	general,	
institutional	characteristics	were	more	strongly	
related	 to	 the	 amount	of	 interaction	 among	





9%	 of	 the	 variance	 for	 seniors.	 Similarly,	
institutional	 characteristics	 accounted	 for	
approximately	 42%	 of	 the	 variance	 in	 the	




orientation	 and	 throughout	 the	 first	 year	 in	
residence	halls	and	specially	designed	student	
success	courses.	It	 is	also	possible	that	many	
first­year	 students	 come	 from	 relatively	
homogeneous	environments,	and	college	may	
be	 their	 first	 real	 opportunity	 to	 experience	
diversity.	 By	 the	 senior	 year,	 students	 have	
self­segregated	at	all	types	of	institutions	and	
live	 (often	off	 campus)	with	 students	whose	
attitudes,	values,	and	other	characteristics	are	
more	like	their	own.	Thus,	many	of	the	factors	
that	 make	 interactions	 with	 diverse	 peers	
inescapable	 early	 in	 the	 college	 years	 are	 no	
longer	operating.
	 Another	 noteworthy	 finding	 is	 that	





in	 students’	 educational	 careers,	 rather	 than	
later.	 Perhaps	 this	 is	 because	 as	 with	 other	
aspects	 of	 the	 student	 experience,	 what	
students	do	as	contrasted	with	who	they	are	
(or	 what	 they	 bring	 with	 them	 to	 campus)	
becomes	 more	 important	 to	 the	 nature	 and	
quality	of	their	experiences	over	time.	Selective	
colleges	 tend	 to	 be	 residential,	 thus	 putting	
more	students	into	closer	contact	with	peers	
as	noted	above.
	 Although	 institutional	 characteristics	
accounted	 for	 approximately	 the	 same	 pro­
portions	 of	 variance	 in	 diversity	 gains	 for	
first­year	and	senior	students	(23%	and	25%,	
respectively),	measures	of	institutional	mission	
(i.e.,	 Carnegie	 classifications)	 were	 directly	
related	 to	 seniorss	 :’	 gains	 in	 understanding	
diversity,	 but	 not	 to	 the	 gains	 of	 first­year	
students.	 It	would	appear	 that	 the	effects	of	
general	 institutional	 characteristics,	 such	 as	
institutional	mission,	are	modest	and	cumu­
lative,	 requiring	 several	 years	 to	 manifest	






students,	 faculty,	 and	 staff	 from	 historically	
underrepresented	 populations	 to	 address	
diversity	 goals.	 In	 their	 study	 of	 20	 high	
performing	colleges	and	universities,	Kuh	et	al.	
March/april 2007 ◆ vol 48 no 2	 5
Affirmative Action in College Admissions
(2005)	found	proactively	recruiting	students	
from	diverse	backgrounds	was	more	effective	




lum.	That	 is,	 consistent	 with	 other	 research	
(e.g.,	Hurtado	et	al.,	2003),	the	percentage	of	
students	from	historically	underserved	popu­




include	 assignments	 that	 feature	 socioeco­




matters	 is	 that	 students	 encounter	 in	 their	
studies	 and	 through	 their	 interactions	 with	
diverse	 peers,	 faculty,	 and	 staff	 members	
perspectives	that	represent	a	range	of	human	
experiences	 that	 impel	 them	 to	 think	 and	
respond	in	novel,	more	complex	ways.
concluSion
Organizations	 such	 as	 the	 Association	 of	
American	 Colleges	 and	 Universities	 (Smith	
et	al.,	 997)	 and	 the	 Harvard	 Civil	 Rights	
Project	 (Orfield,	 200)	 have	 consistently	
argued	 that	 affirmative	 action	 in	 college	
admissions	is	needed	to	provide	the	conditions	




will	 result	 in	 a	 more	 affirming	 campus	
environment	 and	 help	 students	 learn	 to	
function	effectively	in	a	diverse	society.	This	
line	of	reasoning	formed	the	basis	for	Justice	
Powell’s	 opinion	 in	 University of California 
Regents v. Bakke (978)	and	Justice	O’Connor’s	











campus	 environment.	That	 is,	 interactions	
among	diverse	peers	do	not	seem	to	make	any	
difference	 as	 to	 whether	 students	 view	 the	
campus	as	supportive	and	affirming	or	alienat­
ing	and	hostile.	This	suggests	that	the	quality	
of	 interpersonal	 relations	 as	 experienced	 by	
college	students	appears	to	be	more	a	function	
of	 other	 institutional	 characteristics	 and	 the	
programs	 and	 practices	 colleges	 and	 univer­
sities	provide	to	enhance	student	engagement	
and	success	for	all	their	students.
Correspondence concerning this article should be 
addressed to Gary R. Pike, Executive Director, Informa-
tion Management and Institutional Research, Indiana 
University Purdue University Indianapolis, 355 N. 
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